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Spokespersons for the Chilean government say that the Pinochet regime has reduced poverty
and improved living standards since Salvador Allende was removed from the presidency in
1973. Foreign and domestic critics vehemently disagree, charging that the government's freemarket policies have benefited mainly the rich, while the poor have been left to their own devices.
Recent polls, in fact, show that most Chileans are more concerned about economic problems high
unemployment, low wages, poor housing, unfair labor laws, inadequate medical care, restrictions on
labor unions, etc. than the continuity of military rule, or the regime's human rights abuses.
The first mass protests against the Pinochet regime in 1983 were ignited by price increases, rather
than a new wave of political repression. Government officials say infant mortality has dropped
to one of the lowest rates in the hemisphere, reflecting public provisions of free milk and health
care for mothers, and the proliferation of new water purification and sewage facilities. They claim
that malnutrition and illiteracy have also declined, while unemployment under 9% is at its lowest
level since the 1973 coup. Next, official figures indicate that the proportion of Chileans living in
abject poverty declined from 21% in 1970 to 14% in 1982. The government says 65% of current public
spending is now devoted to financing social services aimed at eliminating poverty.
Meanwhile, a recent study by Jose Pablo Arellano of Cieplan, an economic think-tank affiliated
with the opposition Christian Democratic Party, contradicts assertions that living standards have
improved. Arellano says that since the coup, national output per capita has dropped more than 25%,
and consumption levels are 32% lower, equivalent to 1960s levels. Chileans reportedly consume less
of nearly all primary foods, including wheat, sugar, rice, meat and milk products.
Next, Arellano reports that minimum-wage earners have lost 40% of the purchasing power they had
in the 1978-81 period. For the average worker, purchasing power has dropped 15% relative to 1970.
The Chilean economist argues that the post-recession increase in employment is largely an outcome
of the growth in informal sector "unproductive" jobs. In addition, the government's figure on per
capital social spending, he says, is grossly misstated. Arellano claims that since 1970, it has declined
by 20%. He says the government's number is artificially high because it counts only the change in
central government spending (instead of all public sector spending), and because it is calculated in
dollars (instead of constant-valued pesos).
Arellano acknowledges that the government has increased subsidies for family assistance, health
and housing in an effort to cushion some of the burden of its austerity policies. Nonetheless, he says,
fewer social resources are going to the needy than in 1973. Regardless of whether or not the military
regime has improved the lot of the Chilean poor, foreign bankers are pleased with the country's
recent economic performance, i.e., moderate growth and relatively low inflation. Moreover, they
are favorably disposed to Santiago's efforts because Chile has made punctual payments on its $20
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billion foreign debt, and has taken the lead in Latin America on debt-to-equity swaps and selling
off public enterprises. The bankers recently agreed to permit Chile to make debt interest payments
once a year, which will save the country $450 million in 1987. (Basic data from WASHINGTON
POST, 05/24/87)
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